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Chairman, Committee Members, 

Thank you for the opportunity to attend this session today.  

Concerns about fire safety are real. The legacy of the Stardust1 fire in Dublin in 1981 is 
the 1990 Building Control Act and the introduction of Fire Safety Certificates; these 
regulations have undoubtedly saved many lives. We are again discussing regulatory 
change in the aftermath of another tragedy, the Grenfell Tower fire in London in 2017.  

Both of these events were foreseeable and preventable. It should not take a tragedy to 
act when the risks are evident and preventable. Warnings frequently go unheeded. 
Events of this scale do not happen regularly, we can become complacent to the risks. 

Fire safety is the most visible type of building failure; other building failures, that are 
damaging to health and to the environment, often go unreported because they are not 
so visible and because they play out in private. They need the same attention in public 
policy, particularly where there are new and emerging risks. The ‘next pyrite’ will not be 
pyrite.  

It is evident that Grenfell is a very complex failure; combustible cladding is part of it, but 
it is only one part of a bigger story. We can learn a lot from this event, because it points 
to weaknesses right across the sector, including flaws in industry practices, poor 
procurement policies, inadequate regulatory systems; inadequate controls on how 
buildings are designed, procured and managed; failure to keep pace with rapid changes 
in technology and materials.  

In the 28 years since the 1990 Building Control Act, buildings have become larger and 
more complex; housing is being built more densely; the materials that are being used 
have becoming ‘lighter’, more combustible, more toxic, and less forgiving of poor design, 
unskilled workers and inadequate testing and control systems. 

 

                                                        
1 Report of the Tribunal of Inquiry on the fire at the Stardust, Artane on the 14th February, 1981  
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0379711284900201/pdf?md5=84d17bee0f037dfe326
00f35b3ee8a9a&pid=1-s2.0-0379711284900201-main.pdf  
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Firstly, I would like to specifically address current fire safety issues, and secondly, I will 
mention some more general concerns about the risks of other potential building failures.   

1. FIRE SAFETY  

The Report Of The Fire Safety Task Force2 (2018) follows closely behind two other reports 
into fire-safety failings in schools3 (September 2017) and in timber-framed housing4 (April 
2017). There needs to be a follow-through so that the findings of these reports are 
widely disseminated and actively addressed.  

I have been following the UK response to the Grenfell fire closely. By comparison, the 
response in Ireland has been very limited, there has been no regulatory change signaled 
or guidance issues to building designers. Public safety concerns are legitimate.  

• The remit of the Task Force report5 was very narrow, being limited to buildings of 
“more than 6 storeys or more than 18m with external cladding or rainscreen 
systems”. The technical failings in Grenfell were wider than cladding specification. 

• The Task Force identified 226 buildings by contacting 31 local authorities to 
provide statistics. There is no national listing of these buildings available and each 
of the local authorities acts as separate building control authorities. It is not clear 
if there will be any monitoring, enforcement or oversight of remedial works.??? 

• The Department Circular6 does not address the fundamental issue- that of public 
safety. The direction to local authorities is overly cautious and defers all 
responsibility to building owners (on the assumption that they can be identified, 
that they will act promptly and responsibly, that they will have resources to deal 
with the problem, that remedial works will be carried out correctly). 

 

 

                                                        
2 Fire Safety In Ireland -Report Of The Fire Safety Task Force (Department of Housing, Planning & Local 
Government, 2018) 
 https://www.housing.gov.ie/sites/default/files/publications/files/fire_safety_in_ireland_-
_report_of_the_fire_safety_task_force.pdf  
3 Schools Fire Safety Audit Reports (Department of Education & Skills, 2017)  
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/Building-Works/fire-safety-audit-reports/  
4 Framework for Enhancing Fire Safety in Dwellings where concerns arise (Department of Housing, 
Planning & Local Government, 2017) https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/building-standards/fire-
safety/framework-enhancing-fire-safety-dwellings-where-concerns-arise 
5 Fire Safety In Ireland -Report Of The Fire Safety Task Force (Department of Housing, Planning & Local 
Government, 2018) 
https://www.housing.gov.ie/sites/default/files/publications/files/fire_safety_in_ireland_-
_report_of_the_fire_safety_task_force.pdf  
6 Circular FIRE 05/17 (Department of Housing, Planning & Local Government July 2017) “it is suggested 
that the fire authority consider whether use …of the Fire Services Act.. to require the person having 
control over the premises to carry out a fire safety assessment of the premises.. is 
warranted”.(Appendix A).   
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• Irish Building Regulations (technical standards) rely very heavily on UK regulations, 
research, testing and codes. The Grenfell fire is subject to a number of reviews 
and inquiries7 in the UK, and regulatory reform is being implemented. It is not 
clear how the Irish regulatory authorities intend to act. (Brexit will compound 
these issues, particularly in relation to testing and labelling of building materials).  

In summary,  

• the implication of the catastrophic ‘systems failure’ at Grenfell warrant a much 
broader review and risk assessment. Many issues are technical8 and evolving, 
(beyond the remit of this Committee and other ad-hoc groups).  There is an urgent 
need to re-establish the statutory Building Regulations Advisory Board (BRAB)9 
which was disbanded in 2012. Following Grenfell, the UK government established 
an independent expert advisory panel10 and this group have been reporting as the 
issues emerge. Policy makers, the construction industry and owners need support. 

• producing technical building regulations and standards is not enough. They will 
not be rolled out without addressing issues of skills shortages, absence of 
technical information, poor procurement practices, lack of independent 
inspections and controls, poorly structured and resourced systems for building 
management, lack of public information, and a lack of technical support.  

• there needs to be a system for active market surveillance of dangerous, illegal and 
fraudulent construction products (as required by the EU Construction Produce 
Regulations) and more active dissemination of Rapex (rapid alerts) for building 
materials, perhaps by expanding the remit of the Health & Safety Authority (HSA).11 

• the state authorities need to be resourced to ensure that public safety in 
protected. This is not just about high-rise buildings or apartments- it is also about 
hospitals, airports, schools and shopping centres, student housing and hotels.  The 
Stardust Inquiry was unequivocal about the responsibilities of state authorities to 
protect the public12  

                                                        
7 Independent Review of Building Regulations and Fire Safety: final report (UK Government 2018) 
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-building-regulations-and-fire-
safety-final-report  Grenfell Tower Inquiry (2018, ongoing) https://www.grenfelltowerinquiry.org.uk/    
8 Summary of regulatory issues related to cladding specification, testing and installation:  ‘Inside 
Housing- Regulatory Failure’ available at: https://social.shorthand.com/insidehousing/3CWytp9tQj/the-
failure-of-building-regulations-the-paper-trail  
9 Building Regulations Advisory Board (BRAB), Building Control Act 1990 
https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/building-standards/building-regulations-advisory-body/brab  
10  UK Government Building safety: independent expert advisory panel  
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/building-safety-independent-expert-advisory-panel  
11 Health & Safety Authority, Rapex. https://www.hsa.ie/eng/Safety_Alerts/EU_Weekly_RAPEX_Alerts/  
12 “The Tribunal accepts that it would be desirable and in the public interest that the level of expertise 
and knowledge in the professions as to fire safety should be increased …. This should not… in any 
circumstances lead to a situation in which local authorities are relieved of their fundamental 
responsibility to ensure that the public are protected from fire hazard, whether that fire hazard is the 
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2. DAMP, MOULD, CONDENSATION AND VENTILATION  

I would like to briefly address the issues of damp, condensation and mould in buildings, 
particularly housing. Mould should not be singled out. It can serve as a visible indicator of 
wider indoor air quality problems, which can be very damaging to occupant health and 
cause the fabric of the building to deteriorate over time.  

Modern building regulation standards require buildings to be tested for ‘air tightness’ to 
achieve a high level of energy efficiency. Issues of damp, condensation and mould are a 
result of failures in the ‘building physics’, as a consequence of poor design, poor 
construction, inappropriate materials, inadequate ventilation, conflicting regulatory 
requirements or a combination of factors.  

The technical issues are beyond the scope of this committee but this is an area of serious 
concern, as current research13 indicates that there are significant levels of non-
compliance in recently built homes.  

Thank you. 
 
            /END 
 

                                                        
result of lack of professional expertise in the design of a building or arises from any other cause” (Stardust 
Inquiry, 1982) 
13 “Over a third of new homes may be sick buildings which fail to comply with minimum ventilation 
requirements under Part F of the building regulations” (Jeff Colley, PH+, October 2018) 
https://passivehouseplus.ie/news/government/ber-data-sick-buildings-risk-while-new-build-surges  


